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Introduction
In the relentless march of technological progress, few industries have shaped the
modern world as profoundly as semiconductors. These tiny, intricate components are
the bedrock of nearly every electronic device we touch, from the smartphones in our
pockets to the complex servers powering the internet. Yet, the creation of these
microscopic marvels demands a level of precision and control that borders on the
miraculous. It is within this crucible of innovation and exacting standards that the
story of KLA Corporation unfolds—a saga of ingenuity, strategic vision, and an
unwavering commitment to pushing the boundaries of what's possible in
manufacturing.

This book, "A History of KLA Corporation: The Story of an S&P 500 Company,"
chronicles the remarkable journey of a company that has not merely observed the
semiconductor revolution but has actively enabled it. From its humble beginnings, KLA
has grown to become an indispensable partner to the world's leading semiconductor
manufacturers, providing the advanced inspection and metrology solutions that
ensure the quality, reliability, and performance of the chips that drive our digital lives.
Its ascent to the S&P 500 is a testament to its enduring impact and its pivotal role in
an industry that underpins global economic growth and technological advancement.

Over the following chapters, we will delve into the pivotal moments, technological
breakthroughs, and strategic decisions that have defined KLA's trajectory. We will
explore the genesis of its foundational technologies, tracing how early innovations in
metrology and inspection laid the groundwork for future leadership. The narrative will
navigate through periods of industry boom and downturn, highlighting KLA's resilience
and its ability to adapt and thrive amidst relentless change. Crucially, this history will
illuminate the human element—the visionary leaders, dedicated engineers, and
collaborative spirit that have forged KLA's distinctive culture and propelled its
continuous evolution.

Beyond the technical achievements, this book will also examine KLA’s broader impact
on the semiconductor ecosystem and beyond. We will trace its expansion into global
markets, its commitment to research and development, and its strategic acquisitions
that have broadened its technological portfolio. The journey into the S&P 500 serves
not just as a financial milestone but as a recognition of KLA’s sustained innovation,
financial fortitude, and its critical contribution to an industry that is perpetually at the
forefront of human endeavor.

"A History of KLA Corporation" offers readers an unparalleled look into the heart of
semiconductor manufacturing, revealing the intricate dance between innovation,

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

precision, and economic forces. It is a story for anyone interested in the evolution of
technology, the dynamics of corporate growth, and the profound impact a single
company can have on the world stage. Join us as we uncover the layers of a legacy
built on foresight, technological mastery, and an enduring vision for the future—a
future continually shaped by the microscopic miracles that KLA Corporation helps
bring to life.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Genesis of Innovation: Early
Years and Founding Principles
The story of KLA Corporation, an indispensable partner in the world of semiconductor
manufacturing, begins not with a grand corporate unveiling, but with the focused
vision of two men in the heart of Silicon Valley. In 1975, Ken Levy and Robert "Bob"
Anderson, both seasoned entrepreneurs, recognized an unmet need in the nascent,
yet rapidly expanding, semiconductor industry. Their conviction was that advanced
image processing technologies, coupled with astute marketing strategies, could unlock
entirely new segments within this critical sector. From this shared belief, KLA
Instruments was born.

Silicon Valley in the mid-1970s was a hotbed of innovation, a place where bold ideas
could quickly transform into groundbreaking technologies. The semiconductor industry
itself was still in its formative years, characterized by a relentless pursuit of
miniaturization and efficiency. Early chip manufacturing was a painstaking, often
manual, process where defects were a persistent and costly problem. The founders of
KLA understood that improving manufacturing yield—the percentage of functional
chips produced from a silicon wafer—would be paramount to the industry's sustained
growth.

Ken Levy, with a background in electrical engineering and experience in both
aerospace simulation and the burgeoning computer-aided design (CAD) industry,
brought a deep technical understanding and a clear strategic mind to the venture. He
had previously been instrumental in Computervision’s entry into the semiconductor
capital equipment industry through its Cobilt Division, a company that pioneered
automation and lithography equipment. This experience provided him with an insider's
view of the challenges facing chip manufacturers. Robert Anderson, serving as chief
financial officer, managed the company’s finances during its crucial early growth
years. Together, they formed a formidable team, ready to tackle the complex world of
semiconductor manufacturing.

At its core, the early semiconductor manufacturing process involved a series of
intricate steps: depositing thin films onto a silicon wafer, introducing impurities to
control conductivity (doping), lithographically patterning circuit designs, and then
etching away material to reveal these patterns. These steps were often repeated
multiple times to create the complex, multi-layered structures of integrated circuits. A
single flaw at any stage could render an entire chip, or even an entire wafer, useless.
In some cases, fewer than 50% of manufactured semiconductors were usable, making
the production process for advanced chips incredibly expensive and time-consuming.
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This inherent inefficiency highlighted a critical gap: the lack of precise, automated
inspection and metrology tools. "Metrology," the science of measurement, and
"inspection," the process of identifying defects, were largely rudimentary, often relying
on human visual inspection with basic optical aids. Levy and Anderson envisioned a
different future. Their foundational principle was to combine advanced optical
technology with high-speed digital electronics and proprietary software to create
automated systems that could detect defects with unprecedented accuracy and
speed.

The initial focus of KLA Instruments was on photomask detection, a crucial step in
preventing defects. Photomasks are essentially the "stencils" used to print circuit
designs onto silicon wafers. A flaw in a photomask could lead to millions of defective
chips, making early and accurate detection vital for maintaining high chip yields. The
challenge was significant: these "stencils" were becoming increasingly intricate, and
the tiny imperfections that could derail production were difficult, if not impossible, for
the human eye to consistently spot.

In 1978, KLA Instruments introduced its first product, the Reticle and Photomask
Inspection Division (RAPID) system. This groundbreaking system utilized advanced
optical and image processing technology to inspect photomasks, significantly reducing
the time required for this critical task. Where manual inspection could take up to eight
hours, the RAPID system slashed it to a mere 15 minutes. The RAPID system was a
true pioneer, being the first of its kind on the market, and it quickly gained acceptance
within the semiconductor industry. This immediate success validated Levy and
Anderson’s vision and provided a strong foundation for KLA’s subsequent product
lines.

The introduction of the RAPID system marked a pivotal moment, not just for KLA, but
for the broader semiconductor industry. It demonstrated the immense value of
automated inspection in improving manufacturing efficiency and reducing costs. By
providing a reliable and efficient way to ensure the quality of photomasks, KLA
Instruments helped chip manufacturers take a crucial first step in their quest for
higher yields. This early success laid the groundwork for KLA’s future expansion into
other areas of process control, cementing its role as an essential enabler of the
semiconductor revolution.

The early years for KLA were not without their challenges. Starting a business,
particularly in a specialized field within a cyclical industry like semiconductors,
requires considerable perseverance. Even with Levy’s clear vision and Anderson’s
financial acumen, securing initial funding was a demanding process. Yet, their
unwavering belief in the critical need for their technology propelled them forward.
They understood that as chip designs became more complex and feature sizes
continued to shrink, the demand for sophisticated inspection and metrology solutions
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would only intensify.

The company went public in 1980, a strategic move to raise capital for marketing its
RAPID systems and to fund vital research and development for future products. This
influx of investment enabled KLA to further expand its reach and continue its
innovation trajectory. The early 1980s proved to be a fertile period for the U.S.
semiconductor manufacturing industry, and KLA benefited significantly, with sales
surpassing $60 million by the middle of the decade. This growth underscored the
increasing reliance of chip manufacturers on KLA’s specialized tools.

The foundational principles established in these early years—a deep understanding of
customer needs, a commitment to technological innovation, and a strategic approach
to market development—would become hallmarks of KLA Corporation. The company
was not just selling equipment; it was selling solutions to some of the most pressing
challenges facing the semiconductor industry: how to achieve greater precision,
minimize defects, and ultimately, increase the yield of functional chips. This focus on
problem-solving, coupled with pioneering technology, distinguished KLA from its
inception.

The success of the RAPID system was a testament to the idea that specialized, high-
tech solutions could carve out a significant niche within the broader semiconductor
equipment market. While the overall market for chip-making equipment was
expanding, KLA’s focus on inspection and metrology positioned it in a segment that
was becoming increasingly critical as integrated circuits grew more complex. The
ability to "see" and "measure" imperfections at microscopic levels was no longer a
luxury but a necessity for any manufacturer aiming for high-volume, high-quality
production.

As the industry moved towards smaller geometries and more intricate designs, the
early principles of KLA — combining optical prowess with intelligent software and
automated processes — proved to be remarkably prescient. The company's initial
focus on photomask inspection served as a powerful proof of concept, demonstrating
that automated systems could outperform manual methods in both speed and
accuracy. This early success built confidence within the industry and within KLA,
paving the way for the development of an even broader portfolio of inspection and
metrology solutions that would define its future.
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